REVIEW 


Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger, an analysis of the concepts of pollution and taboo. 
London: Ark Paperbacks, 1988. 


The book “Purity and Danger” written by Mary Douglas was first published in 
1966. Mary Douglas was a British anthropologist recognized for her studies on social 
anthropology with focus on religion and symbolism. She developed fieldwork in a highly 
pollution-conscious culture of the Congo and started to look for a systemic approach. In 
Purity and Danger she analysed the ideas of pollution and taboo, considering different 
cultures from a structural point of view and with some influence from Gestalt psychology. 
Her purpose was to avoid a limited explanation, regarding the phenomena in relation to the 
whole social structure. 

The argument is built up in ten chapters: Ritual Uncleanness, Secular Defilement, 
The Abominations of Leviticus, Magic and Miracle, Primitive Worlds, Powers and 
Dangers, External Boundaries, Internal Lines, The System at War With Itself, The System 
Shattered and Renewed. In general terms abominations, restriction and punishment 
represent the power of social boundaries; however dangerous things can have at the same 
time creative power. The discussion about the real differences between primitive and 
modern cultures as well as the wide presence of body symbolism improves the quality of 
the argument. 

There are two main characteristics of primitive religions according to the nineteenth 
century’s view: Fear is the main inspiration, together with the confusion between 
defilement and hygiene. Mary Douglas remembers that anthropologist’s field studies found 
only a little trace of fear in many cultures. However she explores the subject of hygiene in 
relationship with the idea of order and disorder. In other words, moral values and social 
roles are upheld by beliefs. 

It is fragmentary to analyse rites without considering their relation with the entire 
cultural universe. Nevertheless it is not suggested that any culture is over structured and 
rigid. Ideas about sexual danger for instance can be better interpreted as symbols in relation 
to a larger social system and the difference between male and female’s position and 
symbolic embodiment of social boundaries can elucidate the idea of order. 




“The more we know about primitive religions the more clearly it 
appears that in their symbolic structures there is scope for 
meditation on the great mysteries of religion and philosophy. 
Reflection on dirt involves reflection on the relation of order to 
disorder, being to non-being, form to formlessness, life to death ” 

(p.5). 

In the first Chapter, Ritual Uncleanness, the connection between the idea of care 
for hygiene and respect for conventions is presented. Moreover the suggestion that 
primitive rules of uncleanness and holiness were indistinguishable is rejected. Considering 
different contexts, holiness and unholiness, as well as clean and unclean are relative 
categories. 

The author also analyses the studies made by Robertson Smith (a founder of social 
anthropology); Tylor (supported by folk-lore), Durkheim and Frazer. Some anthropological 
theories, influenced by Darwin’s theory, consider the possibility that civilisation is the 
result of gradual progress from an original primitive state. In this case the modem man 
represents a long process of evolution through three stages of development: magic, religion 
and science. However, this theory also provoked a crisis of faith because religion and 
science seemed to be incompatible. To solve the problem some philosophers and thinkers 
tried to reconcile elements from Darwinian Theory of evolution with Creation in Genesis. 

According to Mary Douglas, Durkheim set comparative religion on the fruitful lines 
that primitive religion expresses details of social structure. On the other hand, Frazer took 
comparative religion into a blind alley considering that the primitive view of the universe 
was worked by mechanical symbols and that ethics are strange to primitive religion. In this 
point of view ethical refinement is a sign of modem civilization far from magic. In spite of 
there being a great deal of research about primitive culture, most considered “the savage” 
like an object of curiosity. Therefore, in relation to modern civilization any other is inferior 
and without complexity. 

Durkheim’s theory stresses the opposition between the sacred and the profane. 
However what is contagious and what are the boundaries between sacred and profane? 
Considering this question, Mary Douglas purposely re-thinks elements from religion 
studies that she judges had been wrongly divided. First of all do not consider religious 
studies only in relationship to spiritual elements; secondly, compare people’s views about 
man’s place in the universe and society and finally do not consider the other’s culture as 
contagious, profane or primitive before confronting our own ideas and society. 

Some studies of comparative religion are dominated by our modern idea of hygiene 
for instance. The influence of medical materialism has tried to find a rational basis of 
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primitive ritual. For example: the rule to eat or not eat something is related with the 
possibility of food being healthy or not; or visions explained as due to drugs or indigestion. 
This relationship is possible but it is not enough to explain religious orientations or rites 
based only on medical objectives. 

Science knowledge makes all the difference in the thinking about pollution or our 
ideas of dirt. However, considering different cultures and points of view it is possible to 
realise that dirt is a relative idea. In this way the old definition of dirt as matter out of place 
is a suggestive approach. “It implies two conditions: a set of ordered relations and a 
contravention of that order. Dirt then, is never a unique, isolated event. Where there is dirt 
there is system ” (p.35). 

Mary Douglas explores the concept of schema from psychology to develop the idea 
of perception patterns. As perceivers we select the stimulus from a context governed by a 
pattern-making tendency (Barlett, 1932). Our tendency is try to fix every event or 
behaviour in models that we had experienced. However, to perceive is not only receiving a 
ready-made impression from the environment and check old images to perceive. Perceiving 
is not a passive situation but also an action. It means that besides choosing we need 
sometimes to change patterns. 

What happens when we face experiences that do not fit in any pattern? We have an 
ambiguity experience. Sometimes this situation is unpleasant but in some others to face a 
shock can be stimulating. Art areas show that ambiguity has important value in creating 
meaning, for instance. Poetry is as rich as the capacity to use ambiguity. In this kind of 
experience we are unsure; as we discover that it is possible go beyond patterns. If we 
considerer a phenomenological approach the uncertainty makes possible that we recognise 
our own ambiguity as human beings and the possibility to learn with this experience. We 
can build models and categories to explain things or the society and ourselves but to 
experience is always bigger than any concept. At any moment something different can 
happen and require a different posture. 

This situation can be good or dangerous in an individual or social sense. “There are 
severed ways of treating anomalies. Negatively, we can ignore, just not perceive them, or 
perceiving we can condemn. Positively we can deliberately confront the anomaly and try to 
create a new pattern of reality in which it has a place”(p.38). 

Culture is a strong way to standardise values in a community and it is impossible to 
anyone not to receive this influence. Values and behaviour patterns have a public character 
what makes them so powerful. However, if we consider that this is a rule for every society, 
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primitive or not, it is possible to face uncleanness as a matter out of place in any analyses 
of pollution. “ Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included if a pattern is to be 
ma intained'dpAQ). 

The third chapter called The Abominations of Leviticus stresses the character 
social of the defilement what means that defilement is a part of a cultural system. Mary 
Douglas analyses examples from the Book of Leviticus, particularly the dietary rules, and 
confronts different approaches. Some studies explore the medical character or the ethical 
and disciplinary aspect present in biblical scholarship. There is also the interpretation 
which considers that rules are completely arbitrary or that they are formulated only to make 
different from other culture and protect from foreign influence. Hence ideas of primitive, 
irrationality and unexplainable are disseminated. 

With a different point of view the author starts by seeking the principles of power 
and danger. The men’s laws should confirm the universe of God and holiness. “So this is a 
universe in which men prosper by confirming to holiness and perish when they deviate 
from if (p.50). Men must confirm holiness in their own lives according to the idea of 
holiness as order, not confusion. Rules about what is forbidden create an organized 
universe according to completeness of God. 

“How naive can we get about the beliefs of othersT ’ (p.58). This provocative 
question starts the chapter Magic and Miracle. Some anthropological sources trace the 
idea that primitive rites are looking for immediate effects and because this they are far from 
true religion. In this view primitive people do not understand what are a true faith and a 
spiritual religion. In our subjectivist tradition the true religion is interior, what means that 
rites can be considered as a primitive thing. Therefore, magic was carefully separated from 
other ceremonial. 

Considering the Roman Catholic tradition the belief in miracle was always present 
but it was more related to virtue or justice than to rites. However, it is inconsistent to 
reduce magic to a wonder ritual that can lead to prejudices. We should recognize that to 
live in society is to share in rites all the time, making possible our sociability. It is probable 
that primitive rituals also wait for immediate results as well as in any society symbolic acts 
organize a consistent universe. This power depends on its public character and the 
relationship to an ideal of social order. Social rituals do more than externalise experience 
but they also create experience and meanings. They are “true language” in Mary 
Douglas’ words. Her main argument in this chapter is that rituals in regular sequence have 
the effect to create and control experience. 
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The difficult not to fall into prejudice or mistakes is the topic in the chapter 
“Primitive Worlds”. To have a classification means to be part in a system so the 
qualification depends on what system is considered. In other words what do something 
unclean depends on the system in which it is analysed. A problem in analyses things from 
different system is to considerer them in relation to our own context. Therefore, the use of 
words like “primitive”, “savage” or “ethnic group” instead “race” can sometimes reveal 
terminological problems or prejudices. 

Another problem pointed out by Mary Douglas is a psychological approach that 
considers any primitive people as children or psychotics. It is common to judge the other 
(mainly primitive societies) as people without complexity or elaboration. However, if we 
consider the society in relation to all its spheres we will see that sometimes what is simple 
is the analyses made and not the reality. 

An interesting question linked with our thought systems arose in this discussion. 
Historically man’s objective viewpoint was founded by Copernican revolution which 
changed completely the idea of man and environment integrated. After this Descartes’ 
influence adds another radical change in our thought system with the defence of reason as 
the fundamental way to reach knowledge. Mary Douglas suggests that the difference 
between our modern culture and others is linked with the changes in our thought system. 
She stresses the Kantian principle that ““ thought can only advance by freeing itself from 
the shackles of its own subjective conditions” (p.78). The difference is not that others do not 
have any organized system but that the point of view from which to organize the system is 
different. The man-centred universe considers that the universe is moving around the 
people who are trying to understand all the signs in relation to themselves. It is a personal 
world. The Copernican revolution does not only take off the Earth from the universe centre 
but also changes mankind’s position, bringing political consequences. 

It is very different to consider man as a passive victim of external agents (Ancient 
Greece) than the man as a centre of everything (man-centred universe). However, in a way 
or another man is always involved with the environment. 

The author also quotes the Chinese culture as an example of belief in harmony in 
the universe. Man needs to be part of this harmony to have a good destiny. “7/7 all the 
cosmologies we have mentioned so far, the lot of individual humans is thought to be 
affected by power inhering in themselves or in other humans.(...) So the universe is man- 
centred in the sense that it must be interpreted by reference to humans.” (p.85) 
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The relation between man and universe or between man and things is mediated by 
symbols and often this relation is not so clear. The sorcerer is a good example because he 
tries to transform the path of events by symbolic enactment. There are also some beliefs in 
which the universe seems able to make judgements on the moral value of human relations 
and operate accordingly. 


‘'To sum up, a primitive world view looks out on a universe which 
is personal in severed different senses. Physical forces are thought 
of as interwoven with the lives of persons. Things are not 
completely distinguished from persons and persons are not 
completely distinguished from their external environment. The 
universe responds to speech and mime. It discerns the socicd order 
and intervenes to uphold it. ” (p.88) 

However, considering Klein or Piaget’s studies, confusion between internal and 
external, thing and person, sign and instrument, speech and action can be universal stages 
of human development. Therefore it does not mean that primitive culture fail or do not 
have conditions to differentiate self and environment. “Why me? Why today? What can be 
done about it?” are questions, in Mary Douglas opinion, which are “ phrased to satisfy a 
dominant socicd concern, the problem of how to organise together in society. ” (p.91) 

The arguments until now have been leading to an understanding that order has a 
strong link with patterns. Order implies a limited kind of use and correct choices or 
organizations. On the other hand disorder threatens patterns but also has the potential to 
recreate order. Consequently disorder is a sign of “Powers and Danger”. 

Considering this argument it is possible to recognise that ritual is linked with the 
potentiality of disorder. There is too much power in ambiguous circumstances because its 
structure and range are unknown. The ritual plays with this power from transitional states. 
Power and danger are in the border, but border of what? It is possible to understand that 
power and danger are in the boundaries of social structure. 

The power of sorcery and witchcraft are always correlated with social patterns and 
can disclose dominant rules in each society, “ beliefs which attribute spiritual power to 
individuals are never neutred or free of the dominant patterns of socicd structure ” (p.112). 
When the spiritual powers seem to be independent of the formal social system probably the 
system does not have a strong formal structure. 

Since spiritual powers are part of the society and can be manipulated, pollution is 
another kind of danger. Pollution powers come from the structure of ideas itself and 
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probably occur only where the lines of social or cosmic structure are really clear. 
Therefore, pollution threatens the structure which needs to protect itself. 

Following this, it is necessary to understand the meaning of the concept of society. 
According Mary Douglas it is a powerful image with form and boundaries well defined. 
The structure itself has power to control man’s action. 

The author suggests in the chapter “External Boundaries” that social structure is 
represented even in the human body. The body is a complex structure and can represent 
other complex structures as well and this possibility should be considered in ritual studies 
in which the body is involved. In sacrifices situation, for instance, the body could be 
interpreted as a diagram of a social situation. 

First, to analyse this question it is necessary go beyond psychological approaches in 
which rituals express infantile fantasies or pathologic behaviour (neuroses for instance). 
Secondly, it is necessary to remember as it was seen before that all boundaries are 
dangerous. If the body can represent all the society structure and society boundaries are 
dangerous so the body margins are also vulnerable points with power and danger. The 
author analyses Hindu believes and the relation among the body, rituals and ideas as 
integrity, unity and purity and reject also the argument that rituals are an escape from 
reality. On the contrary, the use of the body symbolism in rituals is related with the 
boundaries in society structure. The ritual symbolism is linked with the necessity to know 
and maintain especial culture. 

In the chapter ‘‘Internal Lines” the objective is to show the relation between 
primitive ideas of contagion and moral rules. “ It is true that pollution rules do not 
correspond closely to moral rules. Some kinds of behaviour may be judged wrong and yet 
not provoke pollution beliefs, while others not thought very reprehensible are held to be 
polluting and dangerous.” (p. 129) However, ethics is a complex field and moral rules are 
not easy to define. On the other hand, pollution rules are unequivocal and clear. 
suggests that pollution rules can have another socially useful function - that of marshalling 
moral disapproval when it lags ” (p.132). Hence pollution comes to protect the social 
structure when the lines are disrespected. First, this is a dangerous situation because 
something threatens the structure and second because it is contagious. In short pollution 
affects the social order and then different kinds of rites try to replace the right order and 
banish the wrong. 
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In spite of the general rules, the unity of social system is not a homogeneous block 
of reality. The reality is complex and bears contradictions. “ Perhaps all social systems are 
built on contradiction, in some sense at war with themselves. ” (p.140) 

There are many ways in which the society can fall in contradiction with itself, as in 
the policy field for instance. However, is anything as dangerous or as powerful as sex 
questions. Mary Douglas analyses examples from many cultures such as Hindu India, New 
Guinea or African Nilotes and it is easy to realise that each culture has different 
understanding about sexual energy. Orientations about sex behaviour change according to 
each society, but contradictions in this field are present in all of them. As we saw before 
contradictions are dangerous and sexual energy is very powerful what helps to understand 
that “ pollution fears do not seem to cluster round contradictions which do not involve sex. 
The answer may be that no other social pressures are potenticdlv so explosive as those 
which constrain sexual relations ” (p.157). 

We should remember also that the body is a special place to represent all the society 
and its boundaries are especially dangerous considering the potential to sexual energy. All 
this argumentation makes clear the power and danger that come from sex pollution and 
body questions. 

After all, to recognise that power is present in any structure and the role of rules 
makes clear the boundaries, it is possible to understand that purity and pollution are in the 
same system. Religion for instance perceived very well this power and danger from body 
experiences mainly considering sexual issues. 

In the final chapter “The System Shattered and Renewed” Mary Douglas 
reconsiders a question from the beginning: “Can there be any people who confound 
sacredness with uncleanness?” For her there is no confusion between these concepts. The 
more important question is to recognise that unclean is not only destructive but can become 
also creative. Furthermore it is interesting to understand how this process occurs. 

According Mary Douglas dangerous dirt is that which is recognisably out of place 
and in ambiguous status. Unclear identity is a threat to good order because it has potential 
to confront rules. Rituals use this power in a creative way firstly destroying the ambiguous 
identity and secondly putting everything in defined places in the structure. In this sense 
dirty has a creative power for the reason that a ritual process renews the system. 

Ambiguity and change are uncomfortable since they can be linked with insecurity. 
This feeling is not so easy for human beings and many times we prefer security and 
stability.. Therefore, clear lines and concepts are important for us. It is difficult to face 
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ambiguity because it can show our own instability and the weakness of our concepts. “ The 
final paradox of the search for purity is that it is an attempt to force experience into logical 
categories of non-contradiction. But experience is not amenable and those who make the 
attempt find themselves led into contradiction” (p.162). The author points out many 
examples of problems and also curious solutions related to purity question in order to make 
clear the expressive power of dirt. 

“Purity and Danger” presents a deep study of pollution concepts and a wide 
approach of how social rules are reinforced. In order to study pollution for instance it is 
necessary consider religion not only as a belief in spiritual beings but a complex system of 
values. In this case a systemic analysis disclose much more than a narrow view centred in 
differences between primitive and modern. This study also pays attention to 
methodological problems in anthropological research about primitive cultures. It is very 
difficult to access all the elements in different cultures therefore it is easy to adopt a biased 
posture. However, the author is very perspicacious in considers many possible traps about 
the use of some words and the danger in making fast conclusions. 

Mary Douglas claims that the understanding of purity rules can open place to 
discuss profound themes and her book makes it possible. A pollution study touches 
question not only about primitive cultures but it reveals also mysteries that are present in all 
societies. The strong presence of symbols and rites in all the spheres of any culture and 
how they are elaborated discloses interesting questions about the expressive capacity of 
human being. 
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